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“/  earned  my  living  helping  build  the  Northern  Alberta  Railway  as  my  Dad’s 
clerk  but  always  wanted  to  be  an  artist.  God  had  done  a wonderful  job  at 
making  the  world  beautiful  and  now  it  was  up  to  me  with  my  talents  to  keep  it 
beautiful.  I have  continued  to  paint  into  my  87th  year  when  blindness  put  my 
brushes  to  rest.  I hope  my  art  leaves  beauty  for  those  with  sight.  ” 

Vera  Webb,  nee  Collins,  1909-1998 


Dedication 

It  is  with  great  pleasure  that  the  Provincial  Archives  of  Alberta  offers 
this  publication  to  the  people  of  Alberta  in  honour  of  the  Province’s 
100th  Centennial  and  to  commemorate  the  visit  of  Queen  Elizabeth  II 
in  May  2005. 

Although  our  facility’s  beginnings  date  back  to  1906,  the  Provincial 
Archives  of  Alberta  was  formally  created  in  1962  to  serve  the  Province 
and  its  citizens  as  the  repository  of  our  documentary  heritage.  Under 
the  Historical  Resources  Act,  the  Provincial  Archives  is  charged  with  the 
task  of  locating,  acquiring,  organizing  and  making  available  to  all 
interested  users  the  permanently  valuable  historical  documents  of  our 
province.  The  Provincial  Archives’  mandate  is  twofold:  to  identify  and 
preserve  the  archival  records  of  the  Provincial  Government  as  well  as  to 
ensure  the  preservation  of  historical  records  from  the  province  at  large. 
Related  to  the  latter,  people  from  all  walks  of  life  provide  the  Provincial 
Archives  with  donations  of  valuable  archival  records  about  the  creation 
and  growth  of  the  unique  society  that  is  their  Alberta.  Vera’s  diary 
exemplifies  these  wonderful  donations,  providing  a unique  window  into 
her  Alberta  during  an  exciting  time  and  event  - the  1939  Royal  Tour. 


We  wish  you  all  an  enjoyable  read! 


Leslie  Latta-Gnthrie 
Provincial  Archivist 
January  2005 
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Introduction 

The  Visit  to  Canada  of  King  George 
and  Qiieen  Elizabeth  1939:  A Journal 

During  the  late  spring  of  1939,  Canada  buzzed  with  excitement. 
The  first  reigning  monarch  in  Canadian  history  was  going  to  visit  in  a 
remarkable  month  long  7,000-kilometre  trans-Canadian  journey  by  rail, 
with  a brief  foray  into  the  United  States.  A frenzy  of  apprehension  arose  as 
ice  and  fog  delayed  the  arrival  of  the  royal  couple  on  the  Empress  of 
Australia.  Finally,  two  days  late,  on  May  17,  to  the  cheers  of  over  10,000 
at  Quebec  City  and  hundreds  of  thousands  more  gathered  around  radio 
receivers  across  the  country,  the  shy  King  and  his  lovely  Queen  stepped  on 
Canadian  soil.  For  four  weeks  Canadians  forgot  about  the  lingering 
Depression,  the  looming  war  in  Europe  and  Asia,  and  the  pressures  of 
everyday  life;  they  became  totally  absorbed  by  this  unprecedented  visit  of 
King  George  VI  and  Queen  Elizabeth.  The  country  was  awash  in  royal 
fever.  Everything  came  to  a stand-still  for  the  duration  of  the  tour:  meals 
were  delayed,  cut  short  or  not  eaten  at  all;  meetings  began  late  or  were 
hurried  or  simply  forgotten;  life  was  disrupted  as  never  before.  Everyone 
scooped  up  newspapers  and  huddled  around  radios  to  read  and  to  hear  the 
progress  of  the  tour  as  it  proceeded  from  one  end  of  Canada  to  the  other 
and  hack  again.  The  magnificent  spectacle  of  this  remarkable  tour  touched 

young  and  old  alike,  including  a young  woman  in  Edmonton,  Vera 

* 

Collins. 

Vera  Collins  was  a typical  young  Canadian.  She  was  born 
October  1,  1909  at  Almonte  Ontario  to  Mortimer  and  Edith  Collins. 


* 

When  she  wrote  her  diary,  Vera  Collins  was  single.  Subsequently,  she 
married  Robert  Webb  and  took  his  name,  becoming  Vera  Webb.  Robert 
died  before  Vera,  who  passed  away  in  her  9cQ  year  on  November  5,  1998. 
(See  Edmonton  Journal,  Sunday,  November  8,  1998,  B14.)  Vera  and  her 
husband  were  members  of  the  Robertson  Wesley  United  Church  where  Vera 
performed  much  volunteer  work  during  World  War  II  and  afterwards. 

photo:  King  George  VI  and  Queen  Elizabeth  at  Edmonton  CNR  Train  Station ; 
June  2,  1939;  Photographer  Alfred  Blyth,  Alfred  Blyth  fonds;  Provincial 
Archives  of  Alberta;  BL473/la. 


photo:  Flowers  for  the  Queen,  Alberta  Legislature  Building-,  June 
2,  1939;  Photographer  Alfred  Blyth,  Alfred  Blyth  fonds; 

Provincial  Archives  of  Alberta;  BL473/3a. 


Veras  father  worked  for  the  CPR  in  Ontario  before  joining  the  Northern 
Alberta  Railways  in  1921  at  Edmonton.1  Alter  graduation  from  high 
school,  Vera  pursued  studies  in  art,  music  and  dancing.  Although  her 
greatest  satisfaction  came  from  her  painting,  in  later  years  she  enjoyed  her 
pursuit  of  freelance  writing.2  Vera  combined  her  skills  as  an  artist  and 
writer  to  produce  this  incredible  journal  which  captures  the  mood  of 
Canadians,  deferential  and  enthusiastic,  and  leaves  an  indelible  memory 
etched  on  every  reader’s  mind.  She  brings  to  life  the  feelings  of  awe  and 
wonder  and  pride  experienced  by  Canadians  during  the  magical  history- 
making tour  of  the  King  and  Queen.  In  her  journal,  Vera  Collins  portrays 
this  extraordinary  “Royal  Tour  of  1939”  as  an  affair  to  remember,  as  it 
surely  was,  a signpost  in  our  country’s  history  in  the  same  manner  that 
“Pearl  Harbor”  or  “9-1 1”  has  marked  American  history.1 

Like  most  Canadians,  Vera  Collins  was  not  caught  up  in  the 
anxieties  of  world  leaders  or  the  pettiness  of  provincial  officials  who  vied 
for  time  with  the  Royals.  She  was  unconscious  of  the  purpose  of  the  tour 
in  the  minds  of  those  who  wished  to  shape  public  opinion:  to  restore  the 
Monarchy  to  favour  following  the  abdication  of  the  ever-popular  King 
Edward  VIII; 1 to  rally  support  for  Britain  and  France  by  Canadians  and 
especially  Americans,  as  Europe  prepared  for  an  ugly  war;5  to  bring  unity 
to  Canada  under  the  leadership  of  Mackenzie  King  who  would  be  fighting 
a difficult  election.6  The  Royal  Visit  of  1939,  “the  greatest  public  spectacle 
in  our  national  history...”7  did  all  that  and  more,  but  that  is  not  why  Vera 
Collins  and  her  fellow  Canadians  paused  for  one  month  to  put  aside  the 
cares  and  misgivings  of  the  world;  they  wanted  to  express  their  affection 
and  loyalty  to  their  youthful  Sovereign  and  his  Queen. 

Through  her  journal,  Vera  Collins  unwittingly  explained  how  the 
Royal  procession  through  the  country  brought  Canadians  closer  together. 
Newspapers  and  radio  broadcasts  rekindled  Vera’s  memory  for  places  she 
had  once  lived  or  visited  and  revealed  areas  ol  Canada  she  was  just 
discovering.  For  Vera  Collins,  the  twenty  minute  stop  at  White  River, 
halfway  between  Sudbury  and  Port  Arthur  (1  hunder  Bay),  reminded  her  of 


photo:  Premier  and  Mrs.  Aberhart  greet  King  George  VI  and  Queen 
Elizabeth  at  the  Alberta  Legislature ; June  2,  1939;  Photographer 
Unknown,  PR1 970.0239;  Provincial  Archives  of  Alberta;  A2046. 


the  time  her  family  had  lived  in  that  unincorporated  settlement,  the  coldest 
spot  in  Canada  during  winter.8  Through  the  press  and  radio,  Vera  imagined 
the  walkabout  of  the  settlement  by  the  King  and  Queen  on  places  she  had 
trod  on  White  River’s  muddy  and  unpaved  streets.9 

As  the  royal  progression  moved  through  Manitoba,  Vera  was 
reminded  of  the  ritual  of  rent  payment  by  the  Hudson’s  Bay  Company  to 
the  Sovereign  at  the  historic  gates  of  old  Fort  Gary.  The  tribute  of  two  elk 
heads  and  two  black  beaver  pelts  was  presented  to  the  King  by  the 
Governor  of  the  company  who  had  arrived  from  headquarters  in  London, 
England,  in  order  to  fulfil  the  terms  King  Charles  II  had  exacted  in  the 
1670  Charter  he  had  granted  to  the  Governor  and  Company  of 
Adventurers  of  England  Trading  into  Hudson  Bay. 10  As  the  tour  progressed 
through  to  Alberta,  Vera  knew  Calgary  and  Banff  so  well  that  she  imagined 
hersell  present  as  the  royal  couple  passed  through  these  Canadian  centres. 
Revelations  of  unknown  Canadian  places  was  not  only  gleaned  through  the 
fleeting  sounds  of  radio  broadcasts,  but  savoured  through  the  pictures  and 
articles  gathered  and  pasted  in  scrap  books  such  as  the  one  she  helped  her 
brother  Roy  assemble. 

Like  thousands  of  other  school  children,  Vera’s  brother,  Roy 
Collins,  bought  a special  scrapbook  in  which  to  save  pictures  and  news 
accounts  of  the  tour.  Vera  and  her  brother  had  two  newspapers  in 
Edmonton  from  which  to  glean  pictures  and  articles,  the  Edmonton  Journal 
and  Edmonton  Bulletin.  These  pictures  which  Vera  and  Roy  placed  in  the 
scrapbook  were  taken,  viewed  by  authorities,  sanctioned  and  published,  the 
same  day  the  pictures  were  taken.11  Such  speed  helped  to  bring  all 
Canadians  together  as  they  all  could  discuss  the  same  images  in  their  daily 
press. 

Vera  Collins’  journal  shows  that  the  Royal  Visit  was  a once-in-a- 
lifetime  event,  a breath-taking  happening  which  excited  Canadians  who 
relished  a break  from  their  daily  routines.  As  the  royal  train  moved 
westward,  Vera’s  journal  entries  became  more  exuberant,  tinged  with 
apprehension.  She  became  caught  up  in  the  wonder  of  public  preparations 
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photo:  The  Royal  Car-Edmortton ; June  2,  1939;  Photographer 
John  Hall,  PR1980.0004;  Provincial  Archives  of  Alberta;  A9040. 


in  Edmonton  for  the  royal  visitors.  With  obvious  pride,  Vera  was  most 
pleased  with  the  city’s  decoration  colour  scheme  of  red,  white  and  blue  for 
its  “960  crowns,  215  coats  of  arms,  23,000  yards  of  bunting,  2,200  flags 
and  6,500  pennants.’’12  In  her  personal  “tour  of  inspection”  before  the 
arrival  of  the  royal  couple,  Vera  made  special  mention  in  her  journal  of  the 
paintings  in  front  of  a dwelling  on  McDonald  Drive  near  101st  Street.  This 
display  of  oil  paintings  of  the  royal  family  was  completed  four  months 
previously  by  Edmonton’s  famous  photographer,  Ernest  Brown  and  his 
assistant,  Miss  Gladys  Reeves  and  put  up  in  front  of  Miss  Reeves’  home. 1 3 
Vera  was  well  satisfied  with  Edmonton’s  preparations. 

Finally,  the  day  of  the  visit  arrived  on  June  2,  1939.  The  city  of 
about  90,000  had  swollen  to  over  200,000.  As  the  royal  blue  and  silver 
Royal  train  carrying  King  George  VI  and  Queen  Elizabeth  pulled  into  the 
CNR  station  at  Edmonton,  the  sky  was  clear  and  blue  with  the 
temperature  the  warmest  their  Majesties  had  experienced  in  Canada  at  17 
degrees  Celsius.14  On  this  splendid  high  spring  day,  Edmonton  presented  a 
unique  face  to  the  royal  couple.  For  three  kilometres  along  both  sides  of  the 
paved  Portage  Avenue,  later  called  Kingsway  in  honour  of  the  royal  visit, 
grandstands  were  set  up  6-seats  high  to  accommodate  68,000  flag  waving 
loyal  subjects,17  including  Vera’s  mother  and  aunt.  Even  the  Queen 
admitted  that  she  had  never  seen  anything  like  it  before!11’  School  children 
were  allowed  to  sit  on  the  bleachers  along  Portage  Avenue  free  of  charge 
while  adults  paid  $1.00  for  the  privilege.17  Approximately  30,000  children 
filled  the  stands  having  arrived  by  eighteen  special  trains  from  the  northern 
part  of  the  province,  many  organized  by  Vera’s  father,  supplemented  by  cars 
and  trucks.  The  same  night,  the  children’s  crusade  went  into  reverse  and 
went  home  again  the  way  they  had  arrived  with  Vera  and  Roy  waving 
frantically  from  Jasper  Avenue  as  the  trains  moved  out  of  the  city  over  the 
overpass. 

Vera  Collins’  diary  confirms  that,  in  Edmonton,  the  mood  was 
festive;  jollity  and  friendliness  prevailed  everywhere. lh  Like  many  others, 
Vera  dashed  about  the  city  to  catch  a glimpse  of  the  King  and  Queen  and 


then  returned  home  for  supper  with  the  family  to  share  her  experiences  of 
an  eventful  day.  Not  satisfied  with  the  day’s  activities,  Vera  and  her  brother 
went  out  in  the  evening,  passed  by  the  huge  boisterous  crowd  at  the 
Macdonald  Hotel  and  made  their  way  to  a less  congested  location.  At  this 
more  subdued  setting,  by  the  rail  tracks,  Vera  and  Roy  Collins  saw  the 
Royal  couple  leave  Edmonton,  just  as  night  fell  and  the  moon  rose  to  bath 
the  city  in  its  soft  light. 1 ^ So  quickly,  the  Royal  Visit  to  Edmonton  was 
over. 

After  the  departure  of  the  royal  couple,  in  everyone’s  heart, 
including  that  of  Vera  Collins,  “there  was  still  the  flutter  of  a thrill  at  the 

memory  of  the  King...  and  the  loveliness  of  his  Queen ”20  Vera  fell 

behind  in  keeping  up  with  her  daily  journal  entries  and  eventually  ended 
her  journal  with  a few  cursory  retrospective  notes  about  the  Edmonton 
visit.  Vera  became  caught  up  in  chatter  with  family  and  friends  about  the 
royal  couple  for  days  after  their  departure,  leaving  no  time  for  reflective 
writing.  For  all  those  who  had  seen  their  King  and  Queen  “was  the  though 
that,  if  only  for  a few  brief  moments,  they  had  seen  history,  glorious 
history,  in  the  making.”2'  The  journal  of  Vera  Collins  captures  the  process 
by  which  the  Royal  Tour  of  1939  rooted  the  monarchy  more  firmly  in 
Canadian  soil  than  anyone  could  have  imagined. 

Kenneth  Munro, 

Edmonton  2005 


photo:  Parade  Route,  Downtown  Edmonton ; June  2,  1939; 
Photographer  Alfred  Blyth,  Alfred  Blyth  fonds; 

Provincial  Archives  of  Alberta;  BL473/4a. 
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